Stress Busters Workbook Introduced by Mind Tools CEO, James Manktelow
Here you will learn about three different approaches to dealing with stress, along with specific tools and techniques that go along with each:
Relaxation techniques, which are useful for situations where you have no control over the situation causing you stress. Workload management approaches, which help you take control… eventually. Thinking-based interventions, where you can reduce stress by changing your perspective on events. Life and work can be stressful. There really is no getting around this basic fact.
When you have finished, you will have learned some useful techniques for managing the stress in your life. You'll also have learned how to build the support mechanisms that help the most successful people function comfortably in situations that others would find intensely stressful.
That said, some would tell you just to smile and get on with things. Thankfully, there are more effective ways of dealing with stress, and of coping with the problems that it causes.
Stress has been proven to bring on physical illness. From minor headaches and fatigue to heart attacks, high blood pressure and stroke, stress is a real culprit. From an employer's standpoint, stress costs millions of dollars in lost production every year.
Enjoy using this workbook!
This workbook gives you some of the most important tools that you can use to combat stress, and helps you think about your longterm approach to managing the stress in your life. James Manktelow, CEO, MindTools.com
What Can You Do When You Feel Out of Control?
Coping with Stress Regardless of the degree of suffering, it's worth taking a measured approach to stress management rather than reaching for the first, most obvious solution. There are three broad strategies that you can use for dealing with stress:
Acceptance-oriented strategies: these temporarily relieve stress symptoms when you can't regain control right now. When the stress hits and you need a remedy, these on-the-spot techniques help you get through the experience.
Action-oriented strategies: with these strategies, you take action that, in time, will help you regain control over your life. These approaches help you improve your capacity to deal with stress as you initiate actions now that will help you resist the negative effects of stress in the future.
Emotionally-oriented strategies: these types of interventions are psychologically based. They work by helping you break destructive negative thinking, and think more positively about the situation you're experiencing.
Let's start by looking at acceptance-oriented approaches for diffusing the stress you experience "in the moment".
Acceptance-Oriented Strategies
Acceptance-oriented approaches to stress management recognize and accept that stress is a part of life. They help you deal with stress responses that need taming in the here and now.
Often, when you are in a situation of high stress, you simply need to relax and take a break, so that you can regain focus and concentration. This is where you need to use relaxation techniques.
There are a variety of relaxation techniques available, and, as you develop your repertoire of stress management tools, you can experiment with them to find the ones that work best for you. Popular approaches include:
Physical relaxation -using deep breathing and muscle relaxation exercises. Imagery -using your imagination to retreat to a place in your mind that is calm and free of stress.
Meditation -consciously relaxing your body and focusing your thoughts on one thing for a sustained period.
Self-hypnosis -filling your mind with positive statements and affirmations that build your confidence and your ability to manage stress. • If any muscles still seem tight, repeat as necessary.
Yoga
• Focus on your breathing and take long and slow breaths in a steady rhythm. Do 45 breaths in a row.
• Get up and return to work as usual. You should feel an inner calm that will stay with you until you need to repeat this or try another relaxation exercise.
Action-Oriented Strategies
Next, we're going to look at action-oriented approaches to stress management. These deal with specific actions you can take to reduce or eliminate the stress in your life. By taking action, you gain control of stress inducing situations, and you develop patterns of behavior that make a busy lifestyle less stressful.
Managing your workload is one of the most important of these. Here we look at the skills needed to do this.
Workload Management as an ActionOriented Strategy
Seemingly benign tasks can become monumentally stressful when you are already feeling overwhelmed by your workload. Effective workload management is therefore your first line of defense for dealing with work overload stress.
There are some common patterns of behavior that increase time stress. They are:
• "Fail to plan, and you're planning to fail." This is true of time, just as it is with other things. Scheduling your time properly is something you absolutely have to do if you're feeling overloaded: http://www.mindtools.com/pages/article/ newHTE_07.htm
• Doing things that are urgent before things that are important -we can often find ourselves saying "yes" to urgent requests, even though we don't, then, leave enough time to do important tasks properly. This perpetuates the feeling of being overwhelmed, as the important issues don't just disappear. 
Emotionally-Oriented Strategies
Emotional approaches to dealing with the conflict that is going on inside us can also be highly effective. By strengthening our emotional response to stress, we build resiliency and become less vulnerable to the stresses that creep into our daily routines.
One of the most powerful strategies for changing our emotional response to stress is to change our perception of the stressful event.
When you can see the positive aspects of a stressful situation, and take the negative emotions out of the equation, quite often the stripped down version is less threatening and noxious than you first thought.
A specific technique for doing this is called Thought Awareness.
Thought Awareness Method
We all have times when we get stressed because of what we're telling ourselves. Perhaps we think someone doesn't like us when actually they themselves are just grumpy, perhaps we're scared of a situation we don't understand, or perhaps we're just seeing the negatives and not the positives. This is where thought awareness, rational thinking and positive thinking can deliver great dividends! When you realize that, at least in some cases, it's your perception of what is going on that is causing the stress, you can take control of your thinking and turn your negative thoughts into positive ones. The negative thoughts that run through our heads can cause a lot of damage, and they need to be replaced with more rational and positive impressions of what is going on.
By practicing Thought Awareness you consciously record your negative thoughts as they occur, and then take deliberate action to replace them with more appropriate patterns of thinking.
Use the worksheet on page 14 to do this exercise.
Step One: Start a Thought Awareness worksheet. Action: Record your negative thoughts.
1. Think about a situation that is currently causing you stress.
• Why are you feeling stressed?
• What is it about the situation that is causing you anxiety? • What do you believe about your ability to deal with the situation?
Let your mind open up and become aware of the thoughts that stream in.
Some examples of negative thinking are:
• I'm stupid.
• I'm in over my head.
• Everyone expects me to fail.
Step Two: Replace negative thoughts with rational ones. Once you are aware of the negative messages you are sending yourself, you then need to replace those thoughts with positive ones.
The first step in this process is to think about the situation from a rational perspective. Here, you need to challenge your perceptions and determine whether they are reasonable and accurate.
Action: Turn your negative thoughts into rational ones.
1. Look at each thought on your Thought Awareness Worksheet and ask yourself if this thought is, in fact, reasonable. Be very objective in your assessment.
2. Adopt another person's perspective and again, determine how rational the thought is. Would your colleagues, boss, or friends agree with the thought in question?
3. When the thought is not rational, as is often the case, rewrite the thought to express the truth of the situation.
Examples from above turned into rational thoughts:
• I'm not clever enough to do this >> I have the skills and knowledge I need to perform the task.
• I'm in over my head >> My boss is confident that I can complete this assignment well.
• Everyone expects me to fail >> My coworkers are dependent on my success and have a vested interest in helping me succeed.
If you encounter a negative thought that is indeed representative of reality, this is your opportunity to take the steps necessary to remedy the underlying concerns. Maybe you don't have all the skills you need. If that is the case, work with your boss to create a development plan for bringing your ability in line with his or her expectations.
Rational thinking, regardless of the truth in the original negative thought, relieves you of much of your stress because it gives you something real to hold onto.
Step Three: Affirm your reality with positive thinking. Now that you know the reality of the situation, you still need a bit of a boost to help you work through the stressful situation. By taking your thoughts to the next level and thinking positively about yourself, you can build your confidence and self esteem.
Knowing that you have the skills to perform a job is reassuring; telling yourself that you will complete the task superbly is inspiring. The positive message you send yourself helps you heal the wounds caused by repeated negative thoughts about yourself and your abilities.
When creating your affirmation statements, try to make them as specific as possible, and state them in the present tense. If you can make an emotional connection with them, this makes them even more powerful.
Action: Turn your rational thoughts into positive affirmations.
• Look at each rational thought and create a positive statement that you can tell yourself to build your confidence.
• Determine whether the rational thought opens up opportunities that you never thought existed under your old negative pattern of thinking.
• Record your affirmations and any opportunities you see on the Thought Awareness Worksheet.
Examples of positive affirmations:
• My skills will allow me to complete this project superbly.
• I can complete this assignment expertly.
• I deserve respect and support from my co-workers. 
Building Defenses
There are a variety of techniques you can use to build your defenses against stress. These help you live your life in a way that insulates you from the effects of stress.
We've talked already about using relaxation techniques. This is a great approach for dealing with stress "in the moment." Practiced on a regular basis, and supplemented with adequate rest and sleep, these can protect you from future stresses.
Exercise is another form of defense building. People who exercise regularly have a healthier body and can fight the physical symptoms of stress efficiently. Exercise builds your physiological resiliency especially when you focus on cardiovascular conditioning and dietary control. To read more about managing stress with exercise, click here: http://www.mindtools.com/stress/Defenses/Exer cise.htm A strong support network can be another powerful defense against stress. Social relationships have a positive influence on the harmful effects of stress. If you have a strong network of friends, family and coworkers who can support you, studies have found you are less likely to experience stress, and you are better able to cope with it when it does surface.
With a well-developed system of support, you can get the assistance you need, when you need it. You always have someone you can turn to and with whom you can talk, vent, bring your thoughts back to reality, or brainstorm solutions.
Your network can include a variety of people including:
• Friends.
• Family.
• Co-workers.
• Managers.
• Team members.
• Mentors.
While it might seem easiest to build your network with friends and family, you do need to form meaningful relationships with people at work as well. These people will be able to provide more specific assistance when your stress is work-related.
There are a number of ways to develop supportive relationships at work:
• Mentoring -having a good mentor helps you learn new skills and reinforce your self worth. Mind Tools offers over 500 management, career and thinking skills resources, more than 100 of which you can use completely for free. (The remainder are available to members of our members' area, the Career Excellence Club, and are accessible for a first month fee of just US$1*.)
Invest in you -take charge of your life and career for just US$1*! *US$1 for month 1, then US$19 or US$27/month plus our no-quibble, cancel at any time, money-back guarantee.
The Mind Tools members' area, the Career Excellence Club gives you the career training and support you need to make a real success of your career. It helps you to sharpen your skills and take your wisdom and abilities to the next level, so that when career opportunities arise, you'll be the natural choice to take advantage of them! Within the community forums you'll join a global network of managers, professionals, coaches and experts, pleased to help you explore, understand and resolve the career issues you face. This 'on tap' access to coaching and support makes career development and personal growth a constant and ongoing part of your life.
You'll also have access to more than 500 resources, all provided in our proven, practical, easy-to-apply, tools-based approach, delivered in bite-sized chunks that suit the way that busy people live and work. Click here to find out more!
Instant accessibility and cost-effective training for organizations
Online training is fast becoming an established part of many organizations' training strategies, thanks to the substantial cost savings and efficiency improvements it offers, compared to conventional soft skills training. Mind Tools corporate membership provides organization-wide, instant access to the all the Mind Tools training resources in one easy-to-own, easy-to manage, cost-effective package.
For more information contact our organization development team on +1 617 418 1731 (US), +44 20 8144 5768 (UK), corporate.enquiries@mindtools.com, or download our corporate brochure.
Enjoy exploring these skills, and start boosting your career right away! James Manktelow, CEO, Mindtools.com
